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CHAPTER 12
Lutherans in the United States, 1930-1960: 
Searching for the "Center"
MARK GRANQUIST
Lutherans have long been underrepresented in  Am erican religious history. 
M uch of this is due to the fact that Lutherans have been som ew hat outside 
of or separate from the m ainstream  of Am erican Protestantism. In part 
this is because Lutherans have distrusted  the predom inance of Reformed 
theology in  Am erican Protestantism , and  thus have intentionally m ain­
tained a cautious distance. But there is also the m atter of language: w ell 
into the tw entieth  century m uch of Lutheran religious and  theological life 
in  the U nited States w as expressed in  continental European languages. 
Finally, m any regions of the country have been relatively unfam iliar w ith  
Lutheranism , as Lutherans have been strongly concentrated in  the 
"L utheran Bible Belt," a geographical area stretching from Pennsylvania 
through the G reat Lakes states to the u p p er M idwest.1
To say tha t Lutherans have been som ew hat outside the m ainstream  
of Am erican Protestantism  is no t to say that they have been com pletely 
isolated. In fact, they have been quite attentive to m any of the larger issues 
facing Protestantism  in the U nited States. But w hen Lutherans have be­
come involved in  such issues, it has been prim arily from the standpoin t 
of how  such issues affected the internal affairs of their ow n denom ina­
tion^).
This essay is an  exam ination of how  one such issue in Am erican 
Protestantism, namely, the fundam entalist/m odern ist controversy of the
1. The question o f "Am ericanization" has lon g  engaged and p u zzled  Am erican  
Lutheran historians, especially  the degree to  w h ich  Lutherans in  A m erica adopted and  
adapted the essentia lly  Reform ed nature o f  A m erican voluntary Protestantism .
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first p art of the tw entieth century, influenced and  affected Am erican 
Lutheranism . The m ain question is: to w hat extent d id  this controversy 
determ ine the battles and m ergers w ithin Am erican Lutheranism  in these 
years? In addition, are the "tw o-party" m odels (fundam entalist/m odern­
ist or evangelical/m ainline) adequate for understanding the history of 
A m erican Lutheranism? The thesis of this paper is that the various ver­
sions of the "tw o-party" m odels do not fully explain the rather tortuous 
history of Am erican Lutheranism  in this century. Am erican Lutherans are 
interested in, and in some ways are affected by, the fundam entalist/m od­
ernist controversies (and subsequent developm ents). But at their core, 
Lutheran battles and m ergers were fought on the basis of confessional 
theology and polity, and the various parties to these Lutheran struggles 
cannot be divided along the "tw o-party" lines.
Lutheran Denomination Building, 1900-1960
Between 1900 and 1960, Lutherans in the U nited States experienced two 
m ajor developm ents w hich affected them  significantly: a process of 
m ergers and affiliations w hich brought about an  im portant consolidation 
of denom inations, and the com pletion of a process of Americanization 
w hich  brought them  into the m ainstream  of Am erican religious life. M any 
A m erican Lutherans sought the union of all Lutheran groups, b u t this goal 
p roved  unattainable, and  by 1962 Lutherans were consolidated into three 
m ajor denom inations.2
The first round of m ergers w ithin Am erican Lutheranism  (1917-30) 
b rough t m any scattered Lutheran denom inations together, so that by 1930 
there were five m ajor Lutheran groups, w ith  six or seven additional 
sm aller groups. Also during  this period, inter-Lutheran cooperative 
groups developed, the m ost notable being the N ational Lutheran Council 
(1918-66) and  the American Lutheran Conference (1930-54), w hich 
b rough t m ore unity  and focus to Am erican Lutheranism .3 Both became
2. The m ost com plete history of Lutheranism  in Am erica during this period is 
E. Clifford N elson , Lutheranism in North America 1914-1970 (M inneapolis: A ugsburg  
Publish ing H ouse, 1972). See also E. Clifford N elson , ed.. The Lutherans in North America 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975); and A bdel Ross Wentz, A Basic History of Lutheranism 
in America, rev. ed. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1964).
3. For the N ational Lutheran Council, see  Frederick K. W entz, Lutherans in Con­
ference: The Story of the National Lutheran Council, 1918-1966 (M inneapolis: A ugsburg  
Publish ing H ouse, 1968); and Osborne H auge, Lutherans Working Together: A  History of
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loci for discussions on greater unity, and  perhaps organic unity, am ong 
Lutherans.
The A m erican Lutheran Conference in  particular represented the 
"center" group of L utheran denom inations, w hich consisted m ainly of 
Scandinavians and  som e Germ ans w ho em igrated to the United States in 
the nineteenth  century. Beyond the A m erican Lutheran Conference w ere 
tw o other m ajor groups, or wings: first, the U nited Lutheran C hurch in 
Am erica (ULCA), w hich w as the m ost Am ericanized group and  repre­
sented the heritage of eastern seaboard Lutheranism ;* 4 and  second, the 
L utheran Church-M issouri Synod, w hich w as the m ost conservative and  
exclusively confessional portion of Am erican Lutheranism .5 M erger dis­
cussions w ith in  the centrist Am erican Lutheran Conference often divided 
over the issue of including one or the other of these tw o wings in  the 
discussions, and  the shift in direction that this w ould  entail. M issouri 
balked at any discussions w hich w ould  include the ULCA, while others 
in  the Am erican Lutheran Conference objected to the possible exclusion 
of the ULCA m erely to placate M issouri.6 Eventually, by  1962 a second 
round of m ergers resulted in  three major American Lutheran denom ina­
tions of roughly the same size, together representing 95 percent of A m er­
ican Lutherans.7
Of course this story, in  all its detail, has been told well by  denom i­
national historians of Am erican Lutheranism . W hat is less w ell studied, 
and  of m ore general interest, is the relation of this process of L utheran
the National Lutheran Council, 1918-1943 (N ew  York: N ational Lutheran Council, 1943). 
For the Am erican Lutheran Conference, see  Fred W. M euser, The Formation of the Amer­
ican Lutheran Church (C olum bus, OH: Wartburg Press, 1958); and E. Clifford N e lso n  
and E ugene Fevold, The Lutheran Church Among the Norwegian-Americans, 2 vo ls. (M in­
neapolis: A ugsburg Publish ing H ouse, 1960), especia lly  2:287-308.
4. There is n o  contem porary history of the ULCA; see  relevant sections in  N elson , 
Lutherans in North America, 373-77; and W entz, A Basic History, 269-86.
5. O n  the M issouri Synod see  Walter Baepler, A Century of Grace: A  History of the 
Missouri Synod, 1847-1947 (St. Louis: Concordia Publish ing H ouse, 1947); and Carl S. 
M eyer, ed., Moving Frontiers: Readings in the History of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod 
(St. Louis: Concordia Publish ing H ouse, 1964).
6 . So w h ile  the leaders of the Am erican Lutheran Church (1930-60) and the 
N orw egian s m ade overtures to M issouri, and snubbed ULCA, A ugustana kept forcing  
the issue of ULCA back onto the Am erican Lutheran Conference agenda.
7. The three denom inations w ere the Lutheran Church-M issouri Synod, the  
Lutheran Church in  Am erica (LCA), and the Am erican Lutheran Church (ALC, 1960- 
8 8 ). O n  the LCA see  Johannes K nudsen, The Formation of the Lutheran Church in America 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1978); o n  the ALC see Charles P. Lutz, ed.. Church Roots 
(M inneapolis: A ugsburg P ublish ing H ouse, 1985).
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m ergers to events occurring w ith in  the larger realm  of Am erican Protes­
tantism , and  the im pact of the fundam entalist/m odern ist controversies 
o n  Am erican Lutheranism . As Lutherans were seeking unity, and  a truly 
"A m erican" Lutheran voice, how  w ere they using, and  m aking sense of, 
argum ents and  events from the larger Am erican Protestant scene?
The American Lutheran Conference
This essay will concentrate, then, on m erger discussions w ithin the Am er­
ican Lutheran Conference, the um brella group representing the "center" 
of Am erican Lutheran denom inations, and how  m odels and  term inology 
from  the fundam entalist/m odern ist controversy invaded and  influenced 
the negotiations am ong Am erican Lutherans over further steps tow ard 
Lutheran unity and union. The m ost im portant issues that divided Luther­
ans concerned the nature of confessional agreem ent necessary to fellow­
ship, cooperation, and merger, and  the nature of authority  of Scripture. 
As Am erican Lutheran theologians and church leaders began to discuss 
these issues in English, they were looking for form ulations that w ould  not 
only reflect their Lutheran heritage, b u t w ould  also w ork  given their 
Am erican context. ; '
To understand  the dynam ics of the Lutheran situation during  this 
period, it is im portant to understand the groups involved (see Table 1). 
There were five "big players" in this situation: the United Lutheran Church 
in  America (ULCA) on one end, and the Lutheran Church-M issouri Synod 
on the other; w ithin the center three groups dom inated: the A ugustana 
Evangelical Lutheran Church (the Swedes),8 the Evangelical Lutheran 
C hurch (the Norwegians),9 and the Am erican Lutheran Church (ALC, 
1930-60).10 The center groups were held together in a larger grouping 
called the Am erican Lutheran Conference (ALConf), b u t it w ould  be 
w rong to think that all the groups w ith in  the Conference were of one m ind. 
A ugustana, the Swedish Lutheran body, had strong historical ties to East­
ern  Lutheranism  and the ULCA. The ALC, an  E nglish/G erm an group, 
had  equally strong ties to the M issouri Synod. The Evangelical Lutheran
8 . On the A ugustana Synod, see G. Everett Arden, Augustana Heritage: The Story 
of the Augustana Lutheran Church (Rock Island, IL: A ugustana Press, 1963).
9. On the ELC see N elson and Fevold, Lutheranism among the Norwegian-Americans.
10. O n the "old" ALC (1930-60) see Fred W. M euser, The Formation of the American 
Lutheran Church (Colum bus, OH: Wartburg Press, 1958).
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TABLE 1
Institutional Structures of American Lutherans, 1900-1960
* U n ite d  Lu the ran  C h u rch  in  A m erica  (1918-62) —  Eastern German Lutherans 
from colonial times; merged in 1918
American
Lutheran
Conference
(cooperative
body,
1930-54)
*A ugustana  Evangelica l Lu the ran  C h u rch  (1860-1962) —  Swedish 
*E vangelica l Lu theran  C h u rch  (1917-60) —  Norwegian; merger 
o f various Norwegian groups
*U n ite d  Evangelica l Lu the ran  C h u rch  (1896-1960) —  Danish
* Lu theran  Free C h urch  (1897-1963) —  Norwegian
*  A m e rica n  Lu theran  C h u rch  (1930-60) —  German; merger of 
some midwestern German Lutheran groups
Lu the ran  C h u rc h -M is s o u r i S ynod  (1847-) —  German; conservative confessional 
midwestern Lutheran group
‘ Members of the National Lutheran Council (1918-66) — a cooperative body that included ULCA 
and churches of the American Lutheran Conference, but not Missouri.
Note: Denominational names change over time; each name given is the l a s t  given name of that 
particular group.
Church, a N orw egian Lutheran group, w as form ed in  1917 by the m erger 
of three sm aller groups. The N orw egians w ere often divided over their 
outside loyalties: some N orw egian groups looked strongly in the direction 
of the ALC and M issouri, while others were equally suspicious of such 
ties w ith  Missouri. Thus, while the American Lutheran Conference w as 
form ed in 1930 as a vehicle for further cooperation and possible Lutheran 
union, the denom inations that constituted the Conference were no t un ited  
on the direction in w hich to proceed.11
The m ain question that convulsed the Conference was that of the 
direction and theological basis for the union of Lutheran denom inations.12 
The Conference w as determ ined not just to attem pt to draw  together its 
ow n mem bers, bu t to serve as a vehicle for w ider Lutheran union. The 
trouble w as over the inclusion of M issouri and  the ULCA in these w ider
11. W hen addressing the 1940 convention o f the Am erican Lutheran Conference, 
the President o f the Augustana Synod, P. O. Bersell, stated that the C onference suffered  
from  the w eakness "that our fellow ship  has been  m ore exclusive than inclusive."  
Q uoted in  N elson , Lutheranism in North America, 83.
12. These questions regarding the bases o f un ity  and un ion  have been so m e of 
the m ost im portant and influential questions in  the history of Lutherans in Am erica. 
For the various approaches to Lutheran unity, see  John H. Tietjen, Which Way to Lutheran 
Unity? A History of the Efforts to Unite the Lutherans of America (St. Louis: C layton  
P ublishing H ouse, 1975).
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negotiations; while the ULCA was generally open to including M issouri 
in  these talks, M issouri w as no t convinced of ULCA's "orthodoxy," and 
this m ade the inclusion of bo th  ULCA and  M issouri very difficult. The 
m em bers of the Conference recognized this problem , b u t were divided 
over w hat to do about it. The ALC and  the N orw egians sought to include 
M issouri by excluding the ULCA; A ugustana held out for an  inclusive 
fram ew ork that w ould  encompass all groups (including ULCA), b u t the 
practiced result of such a m ove w ould  have been the self-exclusion of 
M issouri from such proceedings.
Discussions of closer affiliation and possible union began in a pre­
lim inary w ay in the 1920s and  '30s, w ith  the attem pt to find a com m on 
theological ground betw een the groups. This resulted in the issuing of 
"theses" or "declarations" by various Lutheran groups attem pting to spell 
o u t their understanding of the theological basis for such cooperation or 
un ion  (see Table 2, p. 242). Negotiations led in 1940 to the form ation of a 
com m on proposal called the Pittsburgh Declaration, w hich negotiators 
hoped  w ould  serve as the basis of union. The drafters of the declaration, 
however, m ade com prom ises that the denom inations were no t w illing to 
accept, and the p lan  failed. D uring the 1940s a group of negotiators from 
the Conference and the ULCA, the so-called "Com m ittee of 34," form u­
lated a similar plan of union, b u t it too was defeated. Negotiations began 
to unite the five m em bers of the Conference, bu t A ugustana w anted to 
ho ld  out for a w ider union, and dropped  out of the proceedings. The 
rem aining Conference denom inations set forth tow ard merger, and 
form ed a new  denom ination called the American Lutheran Church (ALC, 
1960-88) in 1960. A ugustana and the ULCA, along w ith  tw o other smaller 
groups not included in the Conference negotiations, held their ow n talks, 
w hich resulted in the form ation of the Lutheran Church in America (LCA) 
in  1962. This m eant that by 1962 there were three major Lutheran denom ­
inations in the United States (LCA, ALC, and Missouri).
Lutheran Confessionalism and the Two-Party Paradigm
Some have tried to force these Lutheran divisions into a m odern ist/fun ­
dam entalist or liberal/conservative scale, b u t such an attem pt does not 
do justice to the situation.13 The ULCA was not really m odernist or liberal
13. For this conclusion, and the analysis of Lutheran d ivisions, see  N elson, 
L u th era n ism  in  N o r th  A m erica , 68-115.
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as the term s are generally used,14 and neither was the M issouri Synod 
fundam entalistic, at its core.15 There were tendencies and sym pathies in 
these directions by some w ithin the respective church bodies, bu t such 
labels do no t adequately define these groups. Rather, the scale of divisions 
betw een these various denom inations involved the question of relations 
to, and understandings of, the Lutheran confessional docum ents of the 
sixteenth century (the Augsburg Confession of 1530 and the Book of C on­
cord of 1580), and  subsequent theological traditions of Lutheranism , espe­
cially the Lutheran O rthodox theologians of the seventeenth century. The 
debates focused on w hat it m eans to be a confessional Lutheran, and how  
this identity w as to be form ulated in the tw entieth century. Concludes one 
scholar:
Confessional Lutherans often did not agree with each other___ In Amer­
ica they continued the battle among themselves. There were numerous 
doctrinal disagreements and divergent ways of applying doctrine to 
practical situations.16
All of these Am erican Lutheran groups officially held that, along 
w ith  the Scriptures and the historic Creeds, the Lutheran Confessions w ere 
norm ative in the denom inations and in any discussions of closer coopera­
tion and  merger. The question w as how  such docum ents were to be inter­
preted, and  w hat degree of unanim ity was to be required. There w ere 
really tw o types of Lutheran confessionalism at w ork in this situation and 
am ong these denom inations.17 The first w as an  exclusivistic Confession-
14. In h is history of Am erican m odernism , W illiam  R. H utchison concludes that 
"no branch o f  Lutheranism , eastern or m idw estern produced any notable advocate o f  
. . . theological liberalism" (115). H utchison attributes this in part to "powerful con­
fessional traditions. . . ."  T he M o d e rn is t Im p u lse  in  A m erica n  P ro te s ta n tism  (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1976).
15. G eorge M arsden su ggests that the M issouri Synod, am ong other groups, 
adopted "som e fundam entalist ideals w h ile  retaining other distinctive features o f their 
European traditions." F u n d a m en ta lism  an d  A m erica n  C u ltu re : The S h ap in g  o f  T w en tie th  
C e n tu r y  E van ge lica lism , 1 8 7 0 -1 9 2 5  (N ew  York: Oxford U niversity Press, 1980), 195. A  
M issouri Synod author has su ggested  that "Fundam entalism  and the M issouri Synod  
w ere not related closely  enough for either one to exert major and lasting influence on the 
other." M ilton L. Rudnick, F u n d a m en ta lism  a n d  the M isso u r i S yn od: A  H isto r ica l S tu d y  o f  
T heir In terac tion  a n d  M u tu a l In fluence  (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing H ouse, 1966), 115.
16. Tietjen, W hich  W a y  to  L u th eran  U n ity ? , 8 .
17. For a detailed study of these tw o confessional traditions, som etim es labeled  
"Neo-Lutheranism " and "Old-Lutheranism," see N elson , L u th eran ism  in  N o r th  A m erica , 
especially 70-87.
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alism  w hich predicated cooperation and  union on absolute agreem ent on 
all theological issues; this approach, draw ing from seventeenth-century 
L utheran orthodoxy, characterized the M issouri Synod and the ALC (1930- 
60), along w ith  sections of the Norwegians. The second w as an  ecumenical 
confessionalism which based cooperation and union on agreem ent in 
confessional basics, w ithout further tests or negotiations; this approach 
d rew  heavily from certain irenic statem ents in the A ugsburg Confession, 
as well as new er understandings of confessional authority  (the "Erlangen 
School") w ithin nineteenth-century Germ an Lutheranism. This second 
approach exemplified the position of the ULCA, of the new  leaders of the 
A ugustana Synod, and of a m inority am ong the Norwegians. The irony 
is that while all of these groups professed to be confessional Lutherans, 
they d id  not always trust the sincerity of each others' professions.
These confessional divisions stood behind the com plicated negotia­
tions over cooperation and union am ong American Lutherans in the tw en­
tieth  century, w ith the central question being: W hat does it m ean to be a 
Lutheran? Various groups at various times w ould issue "position papers." 
These declarations, theses, and statem ents w ould  then them selves become 
the focus of further debate and negotiations (see Table 2, p. 242). The 
ecumenical approach characterized the ULCA's W ashington Declaration 
of 1920 (and further docum ents), while the exclusivist position w as em ­
bodied in the Chicago Theses of 1919, the M inneapolis Theses of 1925 (the 
basis of the Am erican Lutheran Conference), and M issouri's "Brief State­
m ent" of 1932. These docum ents represented long-standing theological 
debates w ithin Lutheranism, and had roots in previous centuries.
The Doctrine of Scripture
But there were new  features in this debate am ong American Lutherans in 
the tw entieth century, and it is at this point that w e see the contact w ith  and 
influence from the w ider sphere of American Protestantism. For suddenly, 
and  w ithout m uch w arning, the question of the nature and authority of the 
Scriptures erupted w ith in  American Lutheranism .18 Like m any American 
Protestants, Lutherans tried to define and refine their notions of the author-
18. The question o f biblical authority and inspiration w ere not really Lutheran 
questions in  the nineteenth century. N elson  concludes: "In 1900 m ost Lutherans were  
proud of their drurch's so lid  front against the claim s of critical stu dy  of the Bible." 
L u th era n s in  N o r th  A m erica , 384.
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TABLE 2
Inter-Lutheran Merger Documents (1900-1960)
C h icago Theses (1919)
To provide an "o rth od o x" basis for Lutheran union; represents the "cen te r" 
o f Lutheran confessionalism
W ash ing to n  D e c la ra tio n  (1920)
ULCA counterproposal to Chicago Theses; stressed ecumenical character of 
confessional Lutheranism
M in n e a p o lis  Theses (1925)
Intended as middle way between ULCA and Missouri; basis for the formation 
o f the American Lutheran Conference (1930-54)
B rie f S ta tem e n t (1932)
Missouri Synod statement on basis for unity
Savannah D e c la ra tio n  (1934)
B a ltim o re  D e c la ra tio n  (1930)
ULCA statements on confessionalism and the question o f Scripture 
S andusky D e c la ra tio n  (1938)
ALC statement directed to Missouri; restates "C hicago" and "M inneapolis" 
P ittsbu rgh  A g re em e n t (1940)
Product o f ALC/ULCA negotiations, but failed as means to unite these tw o 
groups
Planfs) o f  th e  "C o m m itte e  o f  3 4 "  (1950)
Proposals to unite all eight members of the National Lutheran Council; defeated 
by member denominations
U n ite d  T es tim ony  (1952)
Statement of belief o f four American Lutheran Conference bodies (Augustana 
having w ithdrawn); led to organic merger o f these groups into the "n e w " 
American Lutheran Church (1960-88)
Note: Adapted from table “Documents of Lutheran Unity—■1919-1940/' E. Clifford Nelson, 
L u th e r a n i s m  in  N o r t h  A m e r i c a ,  1 9 1 4 - 1 9 7 0 ,  p. 71. Most of these documents can be found in a 
collection of Lutheran sources: Richard C. Wolf, Documents o f  L u th e r a n  U n i t y  in  A m e r i c a  
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1966)
ity of the Bible, and to state more carefully the ways in w hich the Bible w as 
the inspired Word of God. M any Am erican Lutherans, in their attem pt to 
construct such a definition in English (rather than  in the im m igrant lan­
guages), used the terminology, derived from fundam entalism , of "verbal 
inspiration" and "inerrancy." For example, the M inneapolis Theses of 1925
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stated that the Scriptures are "the divinely inspired, revealed, and inerrant 
W ord of God . . . the only infallible authority in all m atters of faith and 
life."19 O ther Lutherans thought this attem pt w as m isguided and m istaken, 
in  that it w as attributing a type of authority  to the Bible that Lutherans had 
never traditionally held. In 1930 one Lutheran theologian wrote:
Lutheranism takes its own position___it cannot follow fundamentalism
in many of its contentions. The general attitude of fundamentalists is to 
exalt the Bible in a legal way. . .  . There is a lack of the appreciation of 
the living Word of God within the Bible.20
It is in this point of disagreem ent that the history of Am erican Lutheranism  
seem s m ost closely to parallel the larger divisions w ithin Am erican Prot­
estantism ,21 bu t there are certain uniquely Lutheran aspects to the Am er­
ican Lutheran debates.
Lutheran ideas about Scripture and  the inspiration of the Bible are 
a particular tradition w ithin Protestantism, distinctive and  separate from 
the Reformed tradition which produced the fundam entalist/m odem ist 
debates over the question of scriptural authority. Lutheran theology, going 
back to M artin Luther himself, has traditionally held that the authority  of 
the Scriptures rests in their identity as the Word of God, b u t that the Word 
of God is not lim ited to the Scriptures.22 The Word of God is m ost properly 
Jesus Christ himself, and  then secondarily the m eans by  w hich the reality 
of C hrist is presented to humanity. Thus the Bible is the Word of God in 
a  christological sense, in  that it w itnesses to the Word, namely, Jesus Christ. 
But preaching, too, and  other m eans of spreading the gospel can be con-
19. "M inneapolis Theses," in Wolf, D o cu m en ts  o f  L u th eran  U n ity , 340.
20. John A. W. H aas, "W hat Is Lutheranism?" in  Vergilius Ferm, ed., W h at Is 
L u th era n ism ?  A  S ym p o s iu m  in  In terpre ta tion  (N ew  York: The M acm illan Company, 1930), 
192.
21. N elson  states the issue this way: "The M odernist-Fundam entalist controversy  
o f the m id-tw enties forced the issue of biblical criticism. Was the choice that lay before 
Lutherans . . . lim ited to tw o  alternatives, either to repristinate an orthodoxist v iew  of 
Scripture . . .  or to abandon the Lutheran confessions? Som e concluded these w ere the 
only  options, and as far as Scripture w as concerned, they found it im possib le to disas­
sociate them selves from a fundam entalist view point: the verbally-inspired inerrancy 
of the Bible." L u th eran ism  in  N o r th  A m erica , 83.
22. O n Luther's understanding of Scripture, see Jaroslav Pelikan, L u th er the  
E xpositor: In trodu ction  to the R eform ers' E xegetical W r itin g s  (St. Louis: Concordia Publish­
ing  H ouse, 1959); and W illem  Kooim an, L u th er a n d  the B ible  (Philadelphia: M uhlenberg  
Press, 1959).
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sidered the Word of God, insofar as they "push" or com m unicate the 
reality of Jesus Christ.
Luther, being less systematic than Calvin or other reform ers, created 
some ambiguity for Lutherans w ith his various ideas of the Word of G od, 
and the authority of Scripture. He was strongly insistent that, taken as a 
whole, the Bible is the true and authoritative Word of God, yet he could be 
very critical of parts of the Bible. Luther doubted the canonicity of the 
Epistles of James and Jude,23 and w ished in print that the book of Esther 
had never been included in the Bible.24 At times Luther even suggested that 
the gospel writers had at times m ade mistakes in their facts. The L utheran 
Orthodox theologians who followed Luther in the late sixteenth and seven­
teenth cenuries w ent a great distance in "system atizing" the L utheran  
doctrine of Scripture, bu t they did not remove all the inconsistencies.25
Thus it was that, when the question of the inspiration and au thority  
of the Scriptures erupted w ithin American Lutheranism  in the tw entieth  
century, there was more than one "Lutheran" position on the question. 
The main point of contention, as Lutherans m oved into using English in  
their theology, was whether or not terms like "inerrancy" or "verbal in ­
spiration" were the correct English equivalents of Lutheran positions on  
the question. Did Luther and the later Lutheran theologians teach, in 
emphasis or in fact, that the Bible is the "inerrant" or "verbally insp ired"  
Word of God? Some Lutherans, m ost notably in the M issouri Synod an d  
the ALC, suggested that such was the case.26 O ther Lutherans, m ainly in 
the ULCA and some in Augustana, sought to concentrate on L uther's  idea 
of the christological authority of the Scriptures, and  saw that such an  idea 
was not incompatible w ith the higher criticism of the biblical text.27
23. Martin Luther, "Preface to the Epistles o f St. James and St. Jude" (1545).
24. Martin Luther, "Tabletalk" (1534) #3391a. See also "Bondage of the W ill" 
(1525), L uth er's W orks, American edition, 33:110.
25. For the developm ents in Lutheran Orthodoxy, see Jaroslav Pelikan, F ront 
L u th er to K ierkegaard: A  S tu d y  in  th e  H is to r y  o f  T heo logy  (St. Louis: Concordia P ublish ing  
H ouse, 1950); and Robert D. Preus, "The Word of G od in the T heology of Orthodoxy,"  
C oncordia  T heological M o n th ly  33 (1962): 469-83.
26. For a detailed account of the d iscussions betw een  the ALC and M issouri 
Synod on the one hand, and the ULCA on the other, over the question o f the authority  
of Scripture, see  E. Clifford N elson, "A Case Study in Lutheran U nity  Efforts: ULCA  
Conversations w ith  M issouri and the ALC, 1936-40," in Herbert T. N ev e  and Benjam in  
Johnson, eds.. T he M a tu r in g  o f  A m erica n  L u th eran ism  (M inneapolis: A ugsburg P ublish ing  
H ouse, 1968), 201-23.
27. On the new  openness in A ugustana toward criticism, and the repudiation o f  
fundam entalist Biblicism, see Arden, A u g u s ta n a  H eritage , 284-97.
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A n additional reason for some Lutherans to adopt the language of 
biblical inerrancy or verbal inspiration came from their fear of higher 
b ib lical criticism, w hich had  been moving into some American denomi­
n a tio n s  and  D ivinity Schools. M any American Lutherans, especially in 
th e  A m erican Lutheran Conference and the Missouri Synod, saw higher 
criticism  as a direct threat to their traditional understanding of scriptural 
au thority .28 They also saw the initial tentative openings to higher criti­
cism  in the ULCA as a rejection of the Lutheran theological and con­
fessional traditions. So in  their writings and their official doctrinal state­
m en ts  som e Am erican Lutherans included phrases describing the 
S crip tures as " inerrant,"  "infallible," and "verbally inspired." But they 
insisted  very strongly that such w ords were not a new im port to Luther­
an ism  from  fundam entalism , but, instead, were the very doctrines taught 
b y  the Lutheran orthodox theologians, the Lutheran confessions, and by 
L u th er him self. O ne of the leading theologians of the ALC, Johan Michael 
Reu, cam e to m aintain:
In this country the slogan has been proclaimed, "Lutheran theology in 
its classical period knew nothing of a verbal inspiration." If [this slogan]
. . . includefs] the rejection of the inerrancy of the original documents, 
it cannot be supported by Luther's views. . . 29
O ther Lutherans, especially in the ULCA and some in Augustana, 
w ere cautiously open to higher criticism, as long as the christological au­
thority  of Scripture was m aintained. Taking their inspiration from Luther's 
exam ple, they insisted that, used properly, higher criticism could clarify 
the  biblical record and strengthen the Christian faith. Augustana pastor 
C. A. W endell w rote in 1930 that for Luther:
The Bible may be externally rough and rude, but . . . "precious is the 
treasure, Christ, which lies therein." That is the secret of Luther's love 
for the Bible . . .  not its literary beauty, not its philosophical insight, not
28. In this battle, M issouri Synod Lutherans felt a com m on purpose w ith  the 
F undam entalists, w h ile  not in agreem ent w ith them  on other issues. See Rudnick, 
F u n d a m en ta lism  an d  the M isso u r i S yn od , especially 67-79.
29. Johan M ichael Reu, L u th er a n d  the S crip tu res  (Columbus, OH: Wartburg Press, 
1944). This w ork represents Reu's com plete conversion to inerrancy; earlier he had held  
that the Bible is inerrant only in regard to salvation. This earlier "liberal" v iew  had  
alm ost scuttled the form ation of the ALC in 1930. See N elson, L uth eran ism  in N o r th  
A m e r ic a , 86.
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its historical or scientific value, not its alleged "inerrancy from cover to 
cover," but Christ who dwells within.30
These Lutherans rejected inerrancy as an unnecessary and  un-L utheran  
addition of m odern origin.
The Lutherans who were open to higher criticism were, how ever, 
very cautious in making their pronouncem ents, for fear of sending  the 
wrong signals. In the late 1930s the ULCA held up publication of a N ew  
Testament commentary by one of its teachers because of its m ildly positive 
stance toward higher criticism; it w as feared that publication of this w ork  
w ould upset merger negotiations, as well as a num ber of pastors and  
members w ithin the ULCA itself.31
The dispute am ong twentieth-century Am erican Lutherans over the 
formulation and wording of a doctrine of the authority  of Scripture raises 
the question of w hether it is helpful to view these disputes in light of the 
fundam entalist/m odem ist controversy. There is no doubt that A m erican 
Lutherans were interested in and influenced by this grow ing rift w ith in  
American Protestantism; there is no question that the use of inerran tist 
language derived in part from such interest and influence. But it is quite 
another story to explain Lutheran divisions on the basis of such a tw o- 
party  schema; for a further examination of this question w e m ust re tu rn  
to a larger-scale view of the relationship of Am erican Lutherans to the 
fundam entalist/m odernist controversy.
Lutherans and Fundamentalists
As a general rule, American Lutherans in the first half of the tw entieth  
century were a conservative and cautious group, and they were w ary  of 
new movements w ithin American Christianity. There were no g roups of
30. C. A. W endell, "What is Lutheranism?" in Perm, ed., W h a t is L u th era n ism ?
238.
31. The books in question were com m entaries on the O ld and N ew  Testam ent 
written by ULCA Professor H. C. Allem an, originally published in 1936. N e lso n  su g ­
gests that A llem an w as "one of the first American Lutheran Biblical scholars to em p lo y  
the historical critical method" and that "the ULCA found it expedient to w ith h o ld  
temporarily [the Old Testament volum e for fear] . . . that the offending b ook  m ight 
upset inter-Lutheran relations." The books by A llem an becam e an issue in the 1936-40  
discussions betw een ALC and ULCA. N elson , "A Case Study . . . ," 211-12 and 265-66, 
n. 32.
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in d iv id u a ls  w hich could be defined as "liberals" or "modernists" in the 
la rg e r sense of the term. Even the ULCA, which Missouri and others 
b ra n d e d  as liberal, came now here close to endorsing the liberal theology 
o f  A m erican Protestantism. For example, ULCA leader John A. W. Haas 
fo llow ed  u p  his criticism of fundamentalism  (note 21) with a critique of 
m odern ism :
Lutheranism is far more adverse, however, to modernism. It is willing 
to use m odem  forms of thought and established modern results, but it 
considers the fundamental error of modernism to be the constant cor­
rection of the body of evangelical truth, by the changing conceptions of 
science and the varying contentions of philosophy.32
T here  w ere som e cautious attem pts to employ higher criticism of the 
Scrip tures, bu t none of the other theological aspects of modernism.
O n the other hand, although Lutherans of all stripes expressed vary­
in g  degrees of sym pathy w ith specific fundamentalist positions, not even 
th e  m ost conservative Lutheran groups (Missouri and ALC, especially) 
can  be considered sim ply fundamentalists.33 In fact, there were leaders 
w ith in  the M issouri Synod w ho attacked parts of the fundamentalist pro­
g ram  quite severely, and sought to stem these influences (particularly 
"u n io n ism ,"  prem illennialism , and social activism) within the Synod. Mil- 
to n  R udnick observes:
Among doctrines which Fundamentalism had allegedly distorted as a 
result of its Reformed orientation were those of the means of grace, 
especially Holy Baptism and Holy Communion. Again and again it is 
stated that liberalism originated in the Reformed hermeneutical prin­
ciple, and that since most Fundamentalists operated with this principle 
the Missouri Synod could not enter into fellowship with them.34
W hile they appreciated the fundam entalist stance on the question of 
scrip tu ra l authority, they were profoundly opposed to other parts of the 
fundam en ta lis t platform . Missouri strongly resisted fundamentalism 's so­
cial activism , tha t is, the attem pt to impose (Reformed) Christian morality
32. "W hat Is Lutheranism?" in Perm, W h at is L u th eran ism ?  193. N elson  gives other 
ex a m p les  o f ULCA's attitude toward Liberalism and M odernism. L utheran ism  in N o rth  
A m e r ic a ,  87-88.
33. This is the conclusion of Rudnick, F u n dam en ta lism  a n d  the M isso u r i S yn od , 
103-16; other historians generally agree w ith him. See also n. 16.
34. Rudnick, F u n d a m en ta lism  a n d  the M is so u r i S yn od , 87.
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on the American nation.35 To give bu t one example, the M issouri Synod 
adam antly opposed Prohibition. And the fundam entalist approach to 
unity also seemed w rongheaded. Missouri called the attem pt to forge 
unity on the basis of a few common beliefs “Unionism ," and insisted that 
unity could only be achieved by means of total doctrinal agreem ent. 
Missouri leaders saw the creeping influence of fundam entalism  as a 
dangerous encroachment of Reformed Christianity into their L utheran 
Synod.
Of course, there were some individual Lutherans, including pastors 
and professors, who did become active in the fundam entalist m ovem ent, 
bu t these personal decisions did not necessarily reflect synodical or church 
decisions. For example, one eastern Lutheran teacher and pastor, Joseph 
Seiss, was an active leader in the m illennialism m ovem ent of the late 
nineteenth century.36 ALC professor Leander S. Keyser w as “closely affil­
iated" with fundamentalism, and in the 1920s he was an “active partic i­
pant" in the World's Christian Fundam entals Association.37 Then there 
was Missouri Synod professor and popular national radio speaker W alter 
Maier, who was sympathetic to the fundam entalists, and w ho attracted 
m any of them as listeners because of his scathing denunciations of liber­
alism. Still, while Maier was sympathetic to the fundam entalist m ovem ent, 
he was not a fundamentalist in the classic sense of the term .38 In keeping 
w ith other Lutheran confessionalists, Maier insisted that n i l  C hristian doc­
trines were fundamental, not just the five that the fundam entalists 
selected. He was happy to make common cause w ith  them to defend 
biblical authority, but this was a strategic m ove to counter liberalism, and 
not a meeting of the minds.
Some have argued, however, that although conservative g roups 
like the ALC and Missouri had their theological differences w ith  fu n d a­
m entalism, they did share w ith fundam entalism  the sam e m odes of
35. On Lutheran attitudes toward social legislation, especially  prohibition, see  
N elson, Lu th era n s  in N o r th  A m er ica ,  417-18. O nly A ugustana and the N orw eg ian s su p ­
ported Prohibition as a m eans of moral reform.
36. On Seiss, see Ernest R. Sandeen, T h e  Roo ts  o f  F u n d a m e n ta l i s m :  B r i t i s h  a n d  
A m e r ic a n  M i l ten a r ia n is m ,  1800-1930  (Grand Rapids: Baker Book H ouse, 1978), 95-96. 
Sandeen suggests that later Lutheran disinterest in m illennialism  cam e about b ecause  
of "the surge of Scandinavian and German im m igrants w h ose  confessional and litur­
gical orientation and lack of English language sw am ped the syncretistic tendencies o f  
the more Am ericanized part of the denom ination" (p. 163).
37. Donald Huber, E d u ca t in g  L u th e r a n  Pas tors  in  O h io ,  1 8 3 0 -1 9 8 0  (L ew iston, NY: 
Edward M ellen Press, 1989), 172.
38. Rudnick, F u n d a m e n ta l i s m  a n d  the  M is s o u r i  S y n o d ,  90-102.
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th o u g h t .39 The po in t of contact between these conservative Lutherans 
a n d  fundam en talism  w as an opposition to m odernity and liberal Chris­
t ia n ity  and  a desire to com bat these groups by returning to certain 
tra d itio n a l theological "nonnegotiables." In other words, while they had 
th e ir  differences w ith fundam entalists, these Lutherans employed a sim ­
ila r stra teg ic  response to the "acids of modernity."
But this argum ent misses a key difference between conservative 
L u th e ran s  and  fundam entalists. The theory behind the publication of The 
Fundamentals (beginning in 1909) was to define certain theological essen­
tia ls  to  w hich  all Christians m ust assent. However, for the fundamentalists, 
ag reem en t on these essentials was enough: different Christians could 
m a in ta in  their ow n views on such other doctrines as Baptism, the Church 
a n d  the  Sacram ents, and the w ork of the Holy Spirit. This sort of approach 
w a s  to tally  antithetical to exclusivist confessionalists such as members of 
th e  ALC an d  the M issouri Synod, who insisted on absolute agreement on 
all theological points before cooperation and union could even be con­
sid ered . It is telling that, despite their close relations and sympathies, the 
A LC  an d  the M issouri Synod were never able to achieve such unanimity. 
It is h ard  to see any American Lutherans as being more than mildly 
sy m p ath e tic  to som e of the stated aims of fundamentalism; it is impossible 
to  call these exclusivistic confessionalists "fundam entalists" either in doc­
trin e  or approach.
This is not to say that those American Lutherans who adopted iner- 
ran tis t language to define the authority of the Bible used the term "iner­
ran cy "  differently than their fundamentalist counterparts; on this one 
p o in t the tw o groups did agree. But agreement on this one point does not 
m ean  that these confessional Lutherans had substantially adopted the 
ag en d a  of fundam entalism , that they were deeply influenced by funda­
m entalism , or that they substantially agreed w ith the fundamentalists. The 
exclusive confessionalists, in Missouri and the other groups, had little use 
fo r e ither the content of fundam entalism  or its approach to Christian unity. 
T hese confessionalists did share the language of inerrancy w ith other 
A m erican Protestant groups, bu t solely for their own purposes, and be­
cause  they believed the term captured the m eaning of the older Lutheran 
traditions.
39. For such an argum ent, see Leigh D. Jordahl, "The Theology of Franz Pieper: 
a resource for fu n d am en ta lists thought m odes am ong American Lutherans," L utheran  
Q u a r te r ly  23 (M ay 1971): 118-37.
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Conclusion
It seems clear from our examination of American Lutheranism that the 
"two-party" system (fundamentalist/modernist) is not adequate to ex­
plain or define the growth and divisions within this ecclesial family. Al­
though some American Lutherans expressed some sympathy with either 
fundamentalist or modernist goals, no group within American Luther­
anism can be seen as being either truly modernist or truly fundamentalist. 
Lutherans found, at times, that their own choices and allegiances brought 
them into contact with the wider world of American Protestantism, but 
these contacts did not, in form or content, fundamentally shape any 
Lutheran denomination.
The main question that divided American Lutherans was the nature 
and degree of confessional loyalty, and how Lutheran confessional docu­
ments could or could not be understood as defining and creating a larger 
Lutheran union. Disputes centered on the degree to which Lutheran 
groups needed to agree theologically before cooperation or union was 
possible. The exclusivistic confessionalists (such as ALC and Missouri) 
sought further definitions beyond the Confessions, and absolute agree­
ment on all theological issues. Ecumenical confessionalists, such as those 
in ULC A and Augustana, understood agreement on the confessional docu­
ments to be sufficient, and that no additional documents or subscriptions 
were necessary for unity. The divisions were essentially over the degree of 
confessional agreement necessary for cooperation and unity.
In their search for further clarification and elucidation of the 
Lutheran Confessions, especially in English, the exclusivist confessional­
ists did engage in one important and significant borrowing from American 
fundamentalism, namely, the adoption of the language of "inerrancy" and 
"infallibility" to express their ideas of scriptural authority. Yet such bor­
rowing did not mean that these Lutherans had become fundamentalists; 
the terms "inerrancy" and "infallibility" (whether wisely chosen or not) 
were used by Lutherans to express their understanding of the older tradi­
tions of Lutheranism, going back to the Lutheran Orthodox theologians, 
and perhaps even to Martin Luther himself. Their use of these terms did 
not signal a Lutheran acceptance of the Reformed, Princetonian view of 
Scripture which was the norm in most fundamentalist circles. But it is 
significant to note that even the adoption of common inerrantist state­
ments by the ALC and the Missouri Synod was not enough to ensure or 
engender a closer cooperation or union between these groups. The fact 
that they agreed on a common wording to express their understanding of
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the authority of Scripture was not enough to overcome the rest of their 
differences. It is significant that when the "merger dust" settled in the 
early 1960s, there were three rather than two Lutheran denominations, 
and the divisions did not run along a clear liberal/conservative line.
Modernism has had a very limited appeal to American Lutherans, 
and it would be hard to suggest that any one of these denominations was 
liberal in any sense of the word. They were conservatives of various types 
and understandings; at times they borrowed some of the language of 
fundamentalism for their own purposes. Yet the model of fundamentalism 
held no promise for them; they did not see the particular doctrines that 
were so important to fundamentalism as crucial to their own program, 
nor did they agree that cooperation or union was possible on the basis of 
these doctrines. A confessional understanding of Lutheran history with 
multiple disputes and tensions goes much further in explaining the course 
of American Lutheranism in the twentieth century than any forced appli­
cation of the two-party model.
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